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ABSTRACT

Therepresentationof identity indigitalmediadoesnotnecessarilyhave tobeconceivedon the
basisofcriteriathatmimicphysicalreality.Thisarticlepresentsamodelforrepresentingindividual
identity,basedontherecordingofhumanexperienceintheformofpersonaldata,asanalternative
tothecommonformsofmimeticportraiture.Assuch,theauthorsdevelopedtheprojectData Self-
Portraitthataimstoexplorethecreativepossibilitiesassociatedwiththeconceptofdataportrait.It
canbedescribedasameansofrepresentingandexpressingidentitythroughtheapplicationofdata
visualizationtechniquestothedomainofportraiture,accordingtoanexploratorydesignapproach,
basedonvisualizingthedigitalfootprint.Itthusseekstodevelopdesignproposalsforrepresenting
identity that respond to the growing dematerialization of human activities and explores the
representationalandexpressiveroleofdatavisualization,accordingtoacreativeuseofcomputational
technologies.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

All modes of action from the most spiritual to the most sensory, from the most mundane to the most 
poetic, all human activities now seem to share the same history and appear to be moving towards 
the same situation: the informational environment. (Renaud, 2002, p. 9) 

Withinthisinformationenvironment,“numbersareinfiltratingthelastredoubtsofthepersonal”,
activitiessuchas“sleep,exercise,sex,food,mood,location,alertness,productivity,evenspiritual
well-being”(Wolf,2010)whichcannowbetrackedbytechnologicaldevices,capableofrecording
allkindsofdatabasedonhumanexperience(Lupton,2020).

Drawingonthesepossibilities,theconceptofdataportrait(Xiong&Donath,1999)emerges
inthelate1990sasameanstographicallyrepresentindividualsindigitalsocialenvironmentsand
collaborativesystems,basedondatarelatedtotheirinteractionhistory(Dragulescu,2009).These



International Journal of Creative Interfaces and Computer Graphics
Volume 12 • Issue 1 • January-June 2021

2

portraitscanbedefinedasnon-mimeticrepresentationsofpeople“madebyvisualizingdatabyand
aboutthem”(Donath,2017,p.187).Giventhattheirpurposeistoevokeandexpressthesubject’s
identity,thesevisualrepresentationsystemsaredescribedasportraits,inordertodifferentiatethem
fromothervisualizationsystemswhosemainobjectiveisthestatisticalanalysisofpersonaldata.
Assuch,dataportraitscanbeseenasrepresentationsofsubjectivity,butarealsovisualizationsof
asubjectivenatureregardingdesignchoices theyinvolveonwhat is toberepresented,howit is
represented,andtowhatendorexpression.Theirprimarygoalisthen“tocallintoquestiontheclaims
oftransparency,certainty,andobjectivity”ofdatavisualizationtechniques,drawingattentionto“the
situatednessoftheobserverandthephenomenonbeingobserved”(Hall,2011).

The project Data Self-Portrait (Sampaio et al., 2019) therefore involves the design and
implementationofavisualizationsystemcapableofproducingaself-portraitthatisgeneratedfrom
personaldata related to thesubject’sdailyactivities,according toanautoethnographicapproach
andasareflectionofone’sidentity.Thiskindofself-portraitdiffersfromtraditionalportraitssince
itsvisualityisnottheresultofamimeticimagerecord,butrathertheproductofthecollectionand
representation of data resulting from personal experiences, therefore, functioning as a potential
biographicalrepository.

The project explores different forms of visualizing the same dataset, as complementary
expressionsofthesameself-portrait,whichcanbepresentedasaninstallation,comprisingadynamic
visualizationthatcanbeinteractivelyexplored,aphysicalobjectandaprintedpublication.Asthe
resultofanongoinginvestigationondataportraits,theprojectfocusesontheirabilitytorepresent
humanexperience,asitevolvesintime,throughone’sdigitalfootprint.Inthissense,itisalsotied
toareconceptualizationofportraitureinthecurrentcontextofadatadrivenlife(Wolf,2010),ora
dailylifeimmersedindata.

FRoM PoRTRAITS To DATA PoRTRAITS

Theportraitisanartformthataimsto“index”identityusingmaterialobjects(Borgatti,2008).It
symbolicallyrepresentstheindividual,notonlythroughhisphysicalcharacteristics,butalsothrough
fragmentsofhisemotions,experiences,behaviorsorevenknowledge(West,2004).Tothisend,
portraitstraditionallyuseimagesofone’sfaceasasignifier,duetoitscognitiverichnessforconveying
notonly“whoyouare”butalsoour“emotionalstates”(Donath,2001),buttheyalsofollowcultural
conventionsthroughtheuseofexternalelementssuchasobjects, inscriptions,posesandspaces,
capableofevokingtheidentityofthepersonportrayed.

Painted,sculptedordrawnformsofportraiturewerelengthymanualprocesses,whichwerelater
facilitatedbytechnologicaldevices,namelywiththeinventionofphotography,asanopticaland
chemicalprocessofautomaticimageregistrationonasensitivesurface.Theportraitsthenbecame
adirectrepresentationofthesubject,producedwiththeaidofatechnicalapparatus(Flusser,1998),
which,forthefirsttime,separatedtheartist’sgazefromthesubject’sbody.Asanalogtechniques
weremediatedandexpandedwiththedigitalmedium,theimageitselfgraduallybecamearesultof
theprocessingofdigitaldata.Withdigitaltechnologiesallaspectsofanimage(spatiality,relations,
movements,transformations,chromatism)arenowregisteredinascaleofnumericalvalueswhich
canbesubjectedtoalgorithmicmanipulation(Renaud,2003).Inthissense,authorslikeBrilliant
(1991)pointtoareconceptualizationandre-historicizationofportraiture(Hulse,1993)promoted
bythedigitalmedium.

Accompanyingtechnologicalandculturaladvances,theportraithasbeengraduallyreinvented
followingthetendencytodetachitselffromthemimeticrepresentationofthephysicalbodyand
moving towardsabstraction.Asanexample,Portrait of Deb from 1988-199? (2012-2013)byL.
J.Roberts,soughttodefystrictbinaryconceptionsofgenderandtheir impactonidentity,using
aseriesofembroideredemblemscollectedbyDeb.Asaformofphysicaldataportrait,thework
exploreshowmaterialobjectsexpressmeaningandemploysenumerationtechniquesandpersonal
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